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What a great title for a book that looks historically, medically, economically and socially at the most common operation carried out on women in the world.

Right at the start, I fully recommend this book to everyone, and not just Obstetricians. Birth fascinates, intrigues, and challenges us all. I have yet to attend a dinner party and meet a woman who had a fully normal delivery, at least of their first baby!

Everyone seems to have had their own very personal experience, is keen to share same, and the stories they relate invariably stimulate participation by everyone at the table, male and female, informed or uninformed, teetotaler or lover of the grape.

Knowledge of the birthing process and the intricacies of same are no bar to having a view on how birth should be performed. Where one should give birth? What analgesia, or none, should be accessed? Who should have a caesarean? Who should make that decision? Who should pay for the operation? The questions are endless.

There is no doubt though that the decision to have or not to have a caesarean is one of the most likely to arouse controversy.

What started as a cultural post mortem procedure and is now considered in many societies to be a matter of choice is expertly and uniquely described in this beautifully researched and written book by Tom Baskett. A world- famous Obstetrician who hales from these shores, and who in the latest of his prolific tomes has produced a book that is entirely readable, non-confrontational and leaves no questions unanswered in a rich series of chapters.

Caesarean sections were performed by doctors on live patients initially to save the mother's life alone. Indeed, the very operation, sadly in the early days, also sometimes hastened the mother's end. Anaesthetics were poor, infection could often not be controlled, haemorrhage could be noted and arrested, but blood could not be replaced.

Nature is a tough Obstetrician who appears to believe in survival of the fittest, whereas the very essence of medicine is to aim for survival of the weakest. Medics always want to work with nature when she's at her best, but there are times when she must be confronted. There is nothing as normal as normal midwifery, and nothing as abnormal as abnormal midwifery, and nothing can go from one to the other so quickly, and often so devastatingly.

Left to nature alone, in the under resourced world up to 1 in 10 babies and 1 in 100 mothers will die. In these countries, there need to be far more caesareans performed, while some will say that in developed counties there should be far fewer.

The World Health Organisation (WHO), represented by a round table meeting of a few big names in the Reproductive world, tried in the 80s to determine once and for all the perfect Caesarean Section rate.

They came down on 15%.

A rate that for decades provided a big stick in many countries for non-obstetricians such as managers, politicians and various members of the caring professions to beat us Obstetricians with.

Unfortunately, that figure didn't take into account the huge number of variables, economic, cultural, medical support and facility access to name but four. There just can't be one rate that covers all.

The WHO recommended rate has now, at last, been withdrawn.

Caesarean section is now one of the safest surgical interventions in the world today. The decision to deliver a baby by this method saves countless lives. In the past decades with an improved clinical environment, increasingly the operation has been used to save the life of the fetus, and not just the mother.

Tom Baskett has left nothing out in his book. He addresses every aspect in a non-confrontational, fair, unbiased, logical and transparent manner. Did I say he came from Ulster? Ah! He left these shores long ago after his medical student and early training days, to take a Chair in Canada. That explains a great deal.

Before reading this book, I may have been aware of about 10-15% of the content, gathered by osmosis over the decades, but the other 85% was news to me and, I'd suggest, to any medic.

If you've gone to the trouble of reading this review, please go the extra metre and buy it for yourself, your partner, or your children you're trying to encourage into medicine. If nothing else, you'll be the star expert witness at the next dinner party!
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